Effects of involuntary auditory attention on visual task performance and brain activity.
Involuntary attention to auditory stimulus changes during a visual discrimination task was studied with event-related potentials (ERPs) recorded from the human scalp. A repetitive standard tone or an infrequent, slightly higher deviant tone preceded each visual target stimulus. Deviant tones elicited the mismatch negativity and P3a ERP components and caused increases in reaction time and error rate in the visual task indicating involuntary attention to an auditory stimulus change. These effects were observed even when the tones occurred simultaneously with a visual warning stimulus introduced to keep attention focused on the visual task. In the latter condition, involuntary switching of attention away from the visual task also attenuated the N1 ERP component to visual target stimuli preceded by the deviant tone.